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LIGHT ON THE HISTORY OF THE 
HEBREW VERB 

(ijJJaa or intensive i'JJSi) 

By Israel Eitan, Jerusalem. 

It is well known that the Niph'al was used primarily 
in a reflexive sense, on a par with the Hithpa'el. Only in 
the course of time, when the Pu'al of the Kal (= Jx-'j) fell 
into desuetude, apparently because of its striking resem- 
blance to the intensive Pu'al in the perfect and to the 
Hoph'al in the imperfect (B'tsJ, 3?y, in;;, n^l), the Niph'al 
began to take its place and received a passive signification. 
During the dawn of the Hebrew language, however, there 
were two reflexive conjugations in use: Hithpa'el or re- 
flexive with Taw and Niph'al or reflexive with Nun. It is 
interesting to note that just as in Hebrew the Niph'al was 
transformed to a passive conjugation, so in Aramaic the 
Hithpa'al likewise assumed a passive meaning. 

The great difference in the morphological fate of 

these two conjugations is indeed surprising. The reflexive 

with Taw, if we take into consideration the various Semitic 

languages, occurs in all the four main conjugations of the 

verb : Kal, Pi'el, Po'el, and Hiph'il. The ordinary Hithpa'el 

in Hebrew is derived from the Pi'el, as may be seen from 

the dagesh forte in the second radical, hithkattel from 

kattel, &c. But in Arabic this reflexive is found very 

frequently derived from the Kal, as, for instance, the eighth 
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26 THE JEWISH QUARTERLY REVIEW 

conjugation JJjjljI,^ and also from the Poel, namely, the 
sixth conjugation Jclij. In Aramaic it is derived from 
the Kal, hithkHel = ithkHel, and in Syriac also from the 
Hiph'il, ettaktal. And even in Hebrew we find a few 
remnants of Taw reflexive coming from the Kal, comp. 
nps);in Judges 20. 15, 17, and VipSJp^l ibid., verse 15 ; or even 
earlier forms, as ''Wp?'!!? Hos. 11. 3, n'jnO'!' Jer. 12. 5, nnnno 
ibid., 22, 15, from bl and nnn with reflexive Taw. More- 
over, even the tenth conjugation in Arabic, JxAx- ', is nothmg 
but a reflexive of a primitive Hiph'il still extant in some 
Semitic dialects, appearing with Sin in Minaeic and with 
Sin in Assyrian and having penetrated at a later period, 
under the influence of Aramaic idioms, also into the Hebrew 
language, in the form of Saph'el, as e.g. ISV?*, <???', &c. 

' Not so with the Nun reflexive, whose morphological 
field is very limited. True, it is not unknown in other 
Semitic languages such as Arabic and Assyrian^; however, 
all the authorities in comparative Semitic grammar agree 
that this second reflexive form is derived from no other 
source but the elementary Kal,^ though its fundamental 
meaning may be taken from the Pi'el or Hiph'il: "IM? is 
derived from 1?3, though its original meaning comes from 
"1?? ; iPf ? is derived from "Vf, though its meaning is taken 
from I'Of n.* 

This phenomenon is perplexing and requires explanation. 

* Also in Assyrian this conjugation received such a distorted form, the 
Taw being shifted to a place after the first radical. As may be seen from 
the Mesha inscription, this form was current also in Moabite : DnnPH was 
surely derived from the Kal, like Dn?3. Not so in Ethiopic, where we find 
the form pDjJPI , under the influence of the reflexive of the Pi'el ptSpri. 

* In Ethiopic this form was preserved only in quadriliterals. 
' Brockelmann, Semitische Sprachwissenschaft, pp. 121 f. 

* Brockelmann, Vergleichende Grammatik der semitischen Sprachen, p. 253. 
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Why is it that the Nun reflexive was derived solely from 
the Kal, while the Taw reflexive could be derived from all 
the principal conjugations? And even if we know that 
already at an early period it had lost its reflexive meaning 
and became a passive, still we are puzzled why it was 
confined to the Kal alone. It is the aim of the present 
writer to demonstrate that the Nun reflexive, at an earlier 
stage, covered a larger morphological field than we used 
to think, that it was derived not alone from the Kal but 
also from the Pi'el and Po'el. This I shall prove from 
some isolated passages in the Scriptures. 

Indeed, let us obsei-ve the following list of quotations : 



1. 1. 


Dons 


Isa. ^^. 10. 


a. 


DDiB'n 


Eccles. 7. 16. 


3- 


■iMiari 


Isa. 54. 14. 


4. 


IJisi? 


Num. ai. 27. 


5- 


53313^ 


Ps. 59. 5. 


II. I. 


NB-in 


Num. 24. 7. 


2. 


N{?|>1 5 


2 Chron. 32. 23. 


3- 


^NB'r 


Dan. II. 14. 


4. 


nespio 


Prov. 26. 26. 


5- 


■•SI? 


Deut. 21. 8. 


6. 


nD53 


Ezek. 23. 48. 


7- 


oasn 


Lev. 13. 55-56. 



The two forms "i??? and '"iBi? had long since attracted 
the attention of our grammarians,'' who decided to ascribe 
them to a composite conjugation Nithpa'el, a conglomerate 
of Niph'al and Hithpa'el, with the exception that here the 

6 Variant N'B'|»1. « Some emend nD3p. 

' Compare, for instance, Profiat Duran, ISN nETfO, Vienna, 1865, 
pp. 132 f. 
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Taw was assimilated to the first radical : l??^ = "'#?r'^ , 
riDlJ =r liDrn . In this manner they proceeded to explain 
also other irregular formations in the above-mentioned 
list as an Hithpa'el with assimilated Taw: IP.iS'!' = ]?)^^'!', 
m^ = SB'JTO , &c. This erroneous explanation was per- 
petuated until it came to be considered a fixed rule that 
the Taw of the Hithpa'el may be assimilated * to the first 
radical in verbs a'S and ^"S (judging from "f!!? also in 1''S), 
and this circumstance is probably responsible for the fact 
that so far grammarians have failed to arrive at an under- 
standing of the true nature of these complicated formations. 

As a matter of fact there is no basis whatever to the 
above formulated rule. The Taw of the Hithpa'el is 
naturally assimilated to the first radical in verbs ""S or to 
Daleth and Teth which are related to it in pronunciation, 
but it is never assimilated to any other letters. The best 
proof is the fact that the majority of examples cited above 
occur elsewhere in the Bible plene with Taw, comp., for 
instance, OU\-\tyi Dan. ii. ^6 ; Doifif« Isa.63. 5 and Dan. 8. 
27 ; DO^f^ Isa. 59. 16 and Ps. 143. 3; ??''3'?! Prov. 24. 3 ; 
Nfe'?"! Num. 23. 24; ^afim ibid. 16. 3 ; Nf?nn Ezek. 17. 14 
and Prov. 30. 33; NK>3nn Ezek. 29. 15; W?ri» i Kings 1. 5 
and I Chron. 29. 1 1 ; O'^'PJVt Gen. 24. 65 ; D3^?l 2 Kings 
19. I and Isa. ^y. i ; 1031^! Isa. 59. 6 and Jonah 3. 8 ; 1S?ri! 
I Sam. 3. 14. 

It is difficult to imagine that the same verb should 
occur once with and then without the Taw of Hithpa'el. 
It is much more logical to assume that in cases without 
Taw we are not dealing with a Hithpa'el at all. This 
is true especially in a case like DOiE'fl : it is a well-known 

* Gesenius-Kautzsch, Hebr. Grammafik, 37th edition, p. 148. 
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rule that in verbs where the first radical is a sibilant the 
Taw of Hithpa'el follows instead of preceding the sibilant ; 
and if this is not the case here, it is because this verb is not 
a Hithpa'el.* Important also is the form D?^i?? which fails 
to exhibit any real assimilation, showing only an extension 
of the vowel under the K, a phenomenon familiar and usual 
in the Niph'al before a non-dageshed first radical. The 
thought of a Hithpa'el here does not occur at all to an un- 
biassed grammarian, so much have we become accustomed 
to a reflexive in verbs 1*3 without omission of Taw : E'K'iinp^ 
IjhriD, yvr\m Ps. io8. lo; 'V5?i"inn ii,id. 60. 10; '^V^'v^Udid. 
65. 14; Vini? Prov. 22. 24; Nsinn, nBino, n^sinn, ni?Binp 
Cant. 8. 5; oz-\r\n^ nxTn\ mr\m. And all these examples 
are taken from the Bible ; I could quote many more from 
post-biblical Hebrew. 

Finally, the verbs "ISS^ and '""py are best fitted to inform 
us as to the real morphological nature of all the unusual 
formations enumerated in the above list. Let us remove 
the false notion about an assimilated Taw and remember 
that the so-called Nithpa'el is a very late product of 
Mishnic times, then the additional Nun in both these verbs 
will clearly prove the Niph'al conjugation and the vocaliza- 
tion of the root, especially the Dagesh forte in the second 
radical, will point to the intensive Pi'el conjugation. Thus 
we have before us a grammatical form hitherto unknown, 
viz, an inten^ve Niph'al, or more correctly a Nun reflexive 
of the Pi'el. This form corresponds, in a morphological 

' For this reason I cannot agree with Gesenius (see his Lexicon under 
n3t) and Strack (comp. his Grammar, p. 75) that ^3?n Isa. i i6 is a Hithpa'el 
of n3t. I am inclined to think that it is a Niph'al of ■]3t, just as IBBn is 
derived from 330. If, however, we must insist on the derivation from 
riDt, then we shall have to recognize here, too, the conjugation b^lBi or the 
Nun reflexive of the Pi'el (see below) : ?3?n = ^3T3n and not ^S'ltn . 
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sense, to our customary Hithpa'el which is nothing else 
but a Taw reflexive of the Pi'el. 

All the other examples enumerated above, being in the 
imperfect with Dagesh forte in the first and second radicals, 
may be explained in the most natural way as Nun reflexives 
of the Pi'el ; the first Dagesh compensates the reflexive 
Nun which is generally omitted in the imperfect, while the 
second Dagesh emphasizes the Pi'el. There is no necessity 
therefore to invent a Taw of Hithpa'el which assimilates 
in an extraordinary way. 

There still remains an explanation for the striking 
vocalization of "^S?? and lifi?. If it is true that no letter 
has been omitted before the root, the Nun reflexive being 
here in evidence, why is there a Dagesh in the first radical ? 

Apparently we are here face to face with what is known 
as analogy in linguistics : quite frequently it happens in 
a language that a rare grammatical form departs fiom its 
accustomed and accepted path to follow a more general 
and frequent grammatical form. It is well known, for 
instance, that the Nun of the Niph'al in the third person 
perfect, before a vocalized first radical as in the verbs T'V 'TO 
and V"y, has a Qames under it: Wtoj, 303, &c. Neverthe- 
less, already in the Bible we meet with forms like PiBJ, l?iB3, 
and in post-biblical times we find this Nun of the Niph'al 
always with Hirek: filJ, ii"l?, B^^?, instead of iiW, I^lJ, t^i^;. 
This departure was effected by analogy with* the ordinary 
Niph'al of the greater number of verbs, which is generally 
Nun with Hirek (P^i??, nps?). A similar instance of ana- 
logy is applicable also in the case of "1333 and iiB?? ; 
the Nun of the Niph'al here should have been vocalized 
with a Shewa: 1S33, 11B13, as is customary before an 
unaccented syllable OniJIDJ, 'fiiapj) ; but under the influence 
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of the common Niph'al it, too, received a Hirek. This 
Hirek in itself, as a short vowel, commands a Dagesh 
forte, since it is not closed by a quiescent Shewa, as in the 
form ''is?, &c. Thus the Nun reflexive of the Pi'el received 
the form bvsi or b^Wi. 

A similar fate, namely, an accidental insertion of a 
Dagesh forte neither for the purpose of completion nor for 
emphasis and accentuation, happened to a number of 
biblical remnants from the primitive passive of the Kal, 
which corresponds to Arabic J^, without a Dagesh in the 
second radical : only for vocal or phonetic reasons — the 
Kibbus of the first radical, which is characteristic of 
the passive generally — a Dagesh was inserted in the second 
radical, resulting in the form ?^i?, which is similar to the 
passive of the Pi'el, and thus confusing the two passives, 
that of the Kal and that of the Pi'el, by giving them one 
and the same form. Remnants of the Pu'al of Kal are 
numerous in the Bible: ng!? from np^, ip]' =npi3 from "l?J, 
na na^ »b from nav, Tie; from inf, naj from njj, &c. 

As to Daan , it is evident now that it is not a Hothpa'el 
or Passive of the Hithpa'el (Arabic J-^«J), as Gesenius and 
others have it, but a Passive of Nippa'el : oaanio^ D33(3)n, 
and not D33rin. Just as Arabic preserved the Passive of 
the Niph'al or the Nun reflexive of the Kal, J^wl, so the 
Hebrew seems to have preserved here the Passive of the 
Nun reflexive of Pi'el. Thus in Hebrew as well as in Arabic 
the Passive is applicable to both reflexive conjugations, 
that with Taw and that with Nun. 

i» vm D33n nns . . , van nx D33n nnx Lev. 13. 55 f. i think 

Gesenius is mistaken in construing it as a perfect. As a matter of fact, it is 
an infinitive of an indefinite passive, and is completed in a direct way, like 

pny ns ^Djn di''3 Gen. 21. s, or nna nx nnVn D11 ibid. 40. 20. 
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I have arranged the twelve examples above in two sets. 
The second contains forms which prove the presence of 
the Nun .reflexive, derived from the regular Pi'el. The 
first, however, contains only examples of an ancient con- 
jugation ?5?'a (Arabic J*ii), which is characterized by a 
Holem plene in all the tenses, and takes the place of Pi'el 
in verbs VV and I'V 'ns. This conjugation, known to 
philologists as the conative verb and preserved in Arabic 
speech, died among the Hebrews altogether in strong 
verbs, leaving but a few reminders in the Bible, like ^BSitJtpi' 
Job 9. 15; ''ifhri = '<ifibti Ps. 101.5; "ijJb; = nvio^ Hos. 13.3; 
'nK^=''niDi2' Isa. 10. 13; 'nitfli^^ i Sam. 21. 3. 

To sum up our inquiry, it is safe to conclude that at an 
early stage of the Hebrew language the Nun reflexive was 
applicable not only to the Kal (^J???), but also to the Pi'el 
and P5'el. In the Pi'el it assumed the form ?3?S3 ; con- 
sequently in the Po'el it must have been ?JrtS?. 

1' According to Wellhausen, we should read also in Zeph. 3. 15 
TJ^DStJ't? instead of TJ^DSB'O. 

'^ There is no necessity to emend with Gesenius (in his Lexicon) 'riiyiJ 
or TinjJiri. The form is correct, and is explained best by the corresponding 
verbinArabic cjj which means 'to bid farewell to', ''o tal^e leave of ', &c. 
(comp. for iustance,Wahrmund, Arabisch-Deutsches JVerterbuch, p. 1 1 70, s. v.). 



